Interleukin-9 is a major anti-apoptotic factor for thymic lymphomas.
We have recently shown that interleukin-9 (IL-9) strongly stimulates the proliferation of mouse thymic lymphomas in vitro. Here we report that this factor is also one of the most potent inhibitors of apoptosis induced by dexamethasone (DEX) in such cell lines, even if they do not depend on exogenous factors for growth. For the murine thymic lymphoma BW5147, protection against apoptosis was also obtained with IL-4 and less strongly with IL-6, whereas IL-2, IL-7, and IL-10 were inactive. Moreover, IL-4 and IL-9 maintained proliferation of these cells in the presence of DEX. Analysis of eight other factor-independent thymic lymphoma lines showed significant protection in seven and six cell lines with IL-9 and IL-4, respectively, whereas only three were protected by IL-7 and only two by IL-2. Comparison of the responses to IL-2 and IL-9 in a factor-dependent cell line that responds to both cytokines showed that IL-2 is a stronger inducer of proliferation, while IL-9 is more efficient in protecting the cells against apoptosis. Taken together, our observations suggest that, for thymic lymphomas, proliferation and apoptosis involve distinct regulatory mechanisms and can be differentially regulated by cytokines.